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The President. Please be seated. Thank you, General Rutherford. Good afternoon,
everyone. We gather today to present the Medal of Honor for valor above and beyond the call
of duty. In so doing we celebrate the soldier, the life that produced such gallantry, Specialist
Leslie H. Sabo, Jr.

Today is also a solemn reminder that when an American does not come home from war, it
is our military families and veterans who bear that sacrifice for a lifetime. They are spouses, like
Rose Mary, who all these years since Vietnam still displays in her home her husband's medals
and decorations. They are siblings, like Leslie's big brother George, who carries the childhood
memories of his little brother tagging along at his side. And they are our veterans, like the
members of Bravo Company, who still speak of their brother Les with reverence and with love.

Rose, George, Bravo Company, more than a hundred family and friends, Michelle and I
are honored to welcome you to the White House. The Medal of Honor is the highest military
decoration that America can bestow. It reflects the gratitude of the entire Nation. So we're
joined by Members of Congress and leaders from across our Armed Forces, including
Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta; Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Sandy Winnefeld; from
the Army, Secretary John McHugh and Chief of Staff General Ray Odierno; and from the
Marine Corps, the Commandant, General Jim Amos.

We're honored to be joined by Vietnam veterans, including recipients of the Medal of
Honor. And we're joined by those who have carried on Les's legacy in our time, in Iraq and
Afghanistan, members of the 101st Airborne Division, the legendary Screaming Eagles.

This gathering of soldiers, past and present, could not be more timely. As a nation, we've
ended the war in Iraq. We are moving towards an end to the war in Afghanistan. After a
decade of war, our troops are coming home. And this month, we'll begin to mark the 50th
anniversary of the Vietnam war, a time when, to our shame, our veterans did not always receive
the respect and the thanks they deserved, a mistake that must never be repeated. And that's
where I want to begin today, because the story of this Medal of Honor reminds us of our
sacred obligations to all who serve.

It was 1999, around Memorial Day, and a Vietnam vet from the 101st was at the National
Archives. He was doing research for an article. And there, among the stacks, an archivist
brought him a box. And he took off the lid. And inside, he found a file, marked with the name
"Leslie H. Sabo, Jr." And there it was, a proposed citation for the Medal of Honor. And so this
Vietnam veteran set out to find answers. Who was Leslie Sabo? What did he do? And why did
he never receive that medal? Today, four decades after Leslie's sacrifice, we can set the record
straight.

I just spent some time with Rose and George and the Sabo family. Last week marked 42
years since Les gave his life. This soldier, this family, has a uniquely American story. Les was
actually born in Europe, after World War II, to a family of Hungarian refugees. And as the
Iron Curtain descended, they boarded a boat for America and arrived at Ellis Island, past the
Statue of Liberty. They settled in the steel town of Ellwood City, Pennsylvania. Les's father



worked hard, pulled his family into the middle class. And when Les was a teenager, the family
went to the county courthouse together, raised their hands and became proud American
citizens.

They say that Les was one of the nicest guys you'd ever want to meet. He loved a good
joke. He loved to bowl. He could have given me some tips. [Laughter] Rose says he was pretty
good-looking too. That's what I hear.

He'd do anything for anybody. And when George went to college, Les looked after their
mom. When George went to night school, Les helped care for his three young sons. When Les
fell in love with Rose—who couldn't wait to start a life together—he slipped the ring on her
finger, right there in his car, while stopped at a red light. [Laughter] And as he headed out for
Vietnam, he stopped at a shop and ordered some flowers for his mom, for Mother's Day, and
for Rose, for her birthday.

For Les and Bravo Company, those early months of 1970 were a near constant battle,
pushing through jungles and rice paddies in their heavy packs, enduring incredible heat and
humidity, the monsoon rains that never seemed to stop, an enemy that could come out of
nowhere and then vanish just as fast. For his bravery in battle, Les earned the respect of his
comrades. And for his family, he wrote home every chance he could.

When American forces were sent into Cambodia, Bravo Company helped lead the way.
They were moving up a jungle trail. They entered a clearing. And that's when it happened—an
ambush. Some 50 American soldiers were nearly surrounded by some 100 North Vietnamese
fighters. Said Les's comrades: "The enemy was everywhere"—in bunkers, behind trees, up in
the trees, shooting down. And they opened up on them.

And Les was in the rear, and he could have stayed there. But those fighters were
unloading on his brothers. So Les charged forward and took several of those fighters out. The
enemy moved to outflank them. And Les attacked and drove them back. Ammo was running
low. Les ran across a clearing to grab more. An enemy grenade landed near a wounded
American. Les picked it up and he threw it back. And as that grenade exploded, he shielded
that soldier with his own body.

Throughout history, those who have known the horror of war, and the love behind all
great sacrifice, have tried to put those emotions into words. After the First World War, one
soldier wrote this: "They are more to me than life, these voices, they are more than
motherliness and more than fear; they are the strongest, most comforting thing there is
anywhere: they are the voices of my comrades."

Those were the voices Leslie Sabo heard that day: his comrades, pinned down, at risk of
being overrun. And so, despite his wounds, despite the danger, Leslie did something
extraordinary. He began to crawl straight toward an enemy bunker, its machine guns blazing.
Those who were there said the enemy zeroed in with everything they had. But Les kept
crawling, kept pulling himself along, closer to that bunker, even as the bullets hit the ground all
around him.

And then, he grabbed a grenade and he pulled the pin. It's said he held that grenade and
didn't throw it until the last possible moment, knowing it would take his own life, but knowing
he could silence that bunker. And he did. He saved his comrades who meant more to him than

life.



Leslie Sabo left behind a wife who adored him, a brother who loved him, parents who
cherished him, and family and friends who admired him. But they never knew. For decades,
they never knew their Les had died a hero. The fog of war, and paperwork that seemed to get
lost in the shuffle, meant this story was almost lost to history.

And so today we thank that Vietnam vet who found Les's files in the Archives and who was
determined to right this wrong—that's Tony Mabb, who joins us here today. Where's Tony?
Tony, thank you.

We salute Les's buddy, George Koziol, who, wounded in his hospital bed, first drafted the
citation we'll hear today and who spent the last years of his life fighting to get Les the
recognition that he deserved.

And most of all, we salute the men who were there in that clearing in the jungle. More
than two dozen were wounded. Along with Les, seven other soldiers gave their lives that day.
And those who came home took on one last mission, and that was to make sure America would
honor their fallen brothers. They had no idea how hard it would be or how long it would take.

Instead of being celebrated, our Vietnam veterans were often shunned. They were called
many things, when there was only one thing that they deserved to be called, and that was
American patriots. In 2 weeks, on Memorial Day, Michelle and I will join our Vietnam veterans
and their families at the wall to mark the 50th anniversary of their service. It will be another
chance for America to say to our Vietnam veterans what should have been said when you first
came home: You did your job; you served with honor; you made us proud. And here today, as I
think Les would have wanted it, I'd ask the members of Bravo Company to stand and accept
the gratitude of our Nation.

So yes, this Medal of Honor is bestowed on a single soldier for his singular courage. But it
speaks to the service of an entire generation and to the sacrifice of so many military families.
Because, you see, there is one final chapter to this story.

You'll recall that as he shipped out to Vietnam, Les stopped at that flower shop. Well, the
day he gave his life was Mother's Day. And on that day the flowers he had ordered arrived for
his mom. And the day he was laid to rest was the day before Rose's birthday. And she received
the bouquet he had sent her—a dozen red roses. That's the kind of guy—the soldier, the
American—that we celebrate today.

Les's mother and father did not live to see this day. But in his story we see the shining
values that keep our military strong and keep America great. We see the patriotism of families
who give our Nation a piece of their heart: their husbands and wives, their sons and their
daughters. And we see the devotion of citizens who put on the uniform, who kiss their families
goodbye, who are willing to lay down their lives so that we can live ours in peace and in
freedom.

No words will ever be truly worthy of their service. And no honor can ever fully repay
their sacrifice. But on days such as this we can pay tribute. We can express our gratitude. And
we can thank God that there are patriots and families such as these. So on behalf of the
American people, please join me in welcoming Rose for the reading of the citation.

[At this point, Maj. Gary Marlowe, USAF, Air Force Aide to the President, read the
citation, and the President presented the medal. Following the presentation, Brig. Gen. Donald
L. Rutherford, USA, Chief of Chaplains, said a prayer.]



The President. I want to thank everybody for their attendance. Please give another round
of applause to the Sabo family. I hope that everybody enjoys the reception. I hear the food is
pretty good around here. [Laughter]

God bless you. God bless our troops. God bless the United States of America.

NOTE: The President spoke at 3:26 p.m. in the East Room at the White House. In his remarks,
he referred to Rose Mary Sabo-Brown, widow of Spc. Sabo.
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